
Creating an Enabling Environment in Mammography 
 

Tips for Mammography Staff on How to Interact and Communicate  
with Women with Various Types of Disabilities 

 
Women with disabilities may have different needs when accessing cancer screening than women who 
don’t have disabilities.  Here are some ways you can interact and communicate to meet the needs of 
women with various disabilities, thereby creating an enabling environment in mammography.  Remember 
that positive experiences promote return screening!  

 
 
Women with Mobility Disabilities 
 Speak clearly and directly to the patient.  Greet any support person with the patient. 
 Maintain eye contact.  When conversing with the patient at length, sit or place yourself at eye 

level. 
 Women with mobility disabilities often have their own ways of doing things.  Ask if the patient 

needs any assistance filling out forms, changing, positioning, etc.  If so, ask for instructions about 
the best way to assist her, and make sure you understand before you help.   

 Avoid touching assistive devices (wheelchair, cane, walker) unless requested to do so.  These 
are part of the patient’s personal space.  If it is necessary to move the device, never do so without 
asking first, and try to make sure the device remains accessible to the patient. 

 Be patient.  The patient may require extra time to change, get in and out of the room and 
communicate.   

 
 
Women with Visual Loss or who are Blind 
 Speak clearly and directly to the patient in a normal tone of voice.  Address the patient by name 

and identify yourself and your role (i.e. technologist, doctor, etc.).  Let her know when the 
conversation is at an end. 

 Very few people are completely blind.  Ask if she needs any assistance.  If so, ask for instructions 
about the best way to assist her.  Listen carefully and make sure you understand before 
proceeding.   

 If you are guiding the patient, allow her to take your arm.  Let her know when you are moving 
from one place to another, and orient her to the surroundings (position of the furniture, the shape 
of the room, the location of machines, etc.), especially when going through doors.  Announce 
when you are entering and leaving rooms. 

 If the patient has a guide dog, please don’t distract or touch the dog without permission.  The dog 
is working and needs to concentrate. 

 
 
Women who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing 
 Look at and speak directly to the patient in a normal tone of voice, even if she is accompanied by 

an interpreter.  Make sure the patient can always see your lips clearly when you are talking to 
her.   

 To attract the patient’s attention, gently tap her on the shoulder or wave your hand.   
 If needed, written notes may help the patient to understand you. 
 If you receive a call from Bell Relay Service, don’t hang up.  The operator will transcribe what you 

are saying verbatim to the patient.  Remember, you are speaking directly to the patient, not the 
operator.  Ask short questions and give brief, direct answers.  Be patient, because this method of 
communication may require extra time. 

 



 
Women with Communication Disabilities 
 Give the patient your full attention.  Speak clearly and directly to the patient in a normal tone of 

voice, even if a personal assistant accompanies her.  Always ask the patient for permission 
before discussing confidential matters in front of a personal assistant if she has one. 

 When initiating communication, start off with short questions that can be answered yes or no.  Do 
limit your conversation to only these types of questions.  Ask her how she best communicates.  
For example, does she have a word board or other communication device and confirm whether 
she has brought it with her to the appointment. 

 Be patient and give her a chance to construct her messages and communicate with you.  Having 
limited or no speech does not mean that the patient lacks understanding or has limited 
intelligence.   

 If you are having difficulty understanding the patient, don’t pretend.  Repeat what you do 
understand and confirm with her whether you’ve understood her correctly.  If needed, ask her to 
repeat the information or try another way of communicating, such as with pen and paper or using 
gestures.   

 If the patient is having difficulty understanding you, use short, clear sentences and avoid medical 
jargon. Rephrase, rather than repeat, sentences.  Ask her what you can do to help her 
understand.  It may be helpful to write down key words as you speak, use gestures, point to 
objects, or draw pictures for her.   

 
 
Women with Cognitive Disabilities 
 Speak directly to the patient without using jargon or complex sentences.  Give her one piece of 

information at a time.  It may be helpful to add gestures while you talk or write down information.  
Ask her if it would be helpful if pictures were drawn. 

 Ensure the patient understands what you have said.  Review the information with her and/or ask 
her what she understands from the conversation. Ask for her permission to speak with her in front 
of a support person or attendant.  If needed, ensure that her support person understands.   

 If you don’t understand what the patient is saying, don’t pretend.  Just ask again. 
 Be polite and patient.  You may need to give her the same information more than once in different 

ways. 
 
 
Remember that women with disabilities are individuals.  They have families, friends, jobs, hobbies, 
interests, preferences and moods, just like other people.  The disability is part of who they are, but it 
does not define them.  Treat women with disabilities the same as you treat patients without disabilities.  
No two bodies are the same.  All women want to be treated as capable, equal partners in their 
healthcare.   
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